Dis/Closing the Secret Secretly
the occult tradition of Judaism, which by the high middle ages is re ferred to most frequently by the generic term kabbalah, literally, "that which has been received," is usually studied under the rubric of mysticism. a far better term, however, to capture the nature of this phenomenon is esotericism. indeed, as i have argued elsewhere, the mystical dimensions expressed in Jewish sources-and here i extend the scope to include more than just kabbalistic texts-are contextualized within the hermeneutical framework of esotericism.1 here it is relevant to recall as well that in the first of his ten unhistorical aphorisms on the history of kabbalah, Gershom Scholem duly noted the central concern with the issue of secrecy in the kabbalistic sources. he remarked that the fundamental problem that presents itself is that, on the one hand, the kabbalists presume that truth is transmitted from generation to generation, but on the other hand, the truth of which they speak is secretive and thus cannot by nature be fully transmitted. in his inimitable style of ironic paradox, Scholem wrote, "authentic tradition (echte Tradition) remains hidden; only the fallen tradition (verfallende Tradition) falls (verfällt) upon an object and only when it is fallen does its greatness become visible."2 the truly esoteric knowledge cannot be divulged if it is to remain esoteric, and thus a secret tradition that is transmitted is by definition a fallen (as opposed to an authentic) tradition. the fascination with secrecy, which has held great power over the Jewish imagination through the generations,3 is often linked exegetically to the verse, "to investigate the matter is the glory of kings, but to conceal the matter is the glory of God" (Ps. 25:2). it is not an exaggeration to say that the words of the psalmist served as an oracle posted on the walls of the small elitist circles wherein specific secrets pertaining to both symbols and rites have been transmitted orally and in writing. this is true even though the eventual proliferation of the latter usually posed a challenge to the explicit injunction against disclosing secrets publicly. to be sure, not every written exposition of occult knowledge is in defiance of this injunction, for there were kabbalists who mastered the art of concealing secrets by revealing them. this, in my mind, is exemplified in the zoharic literature, wherein mysteries of torah are disclosed through being hidden, an exegetical pattern that the zoharic authorship discerns in the torah itself.4 the exoteric and esoteric layers are distinguishable, but one can only be expressed through the other. the way to the secret is through the letter of the text, not by discarding it. One passage worth particular mention is a text wherein 3 On the centrality of esotericism in the history of Jewish mysticism, consider the perceptive remarks of W. t. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy (london, 1960) , p. 57: "the degrees in which mystics tend thus to cloak their experiences from the public view vary with individual temperaments and also with the traditions of the particular culture, religion, or society. the most extreme secrecy was observed . . . among Jewish mystics." 4 On the hermeneutical play of concealment and disclosure evident in the zoharic orientation toward secrets, see y. liebes, Studies in the Zohar, trans. a. Schwartz, S. nakache, and P. Peli (albany, 1993), pp. 26-30 . the point is expressed in any number of zoharic contexts, but perhaps nowhere as poignantly as in Zohar 2:98b-99b, which includes the exposition of the parable of the maiden without eyes. for an extended discussion of the hermeneutical implications of this parable, see e. r. Wolfson, "Beautiful maiden without eyes: Peshaṭ and Sod in Zoharic hermeneutics," in The Midrashic Imagination: Jewish Exegesis, Thought, and History, ed. m. fishbane (albany, 1993), pp. 155-203; idem, Through a Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticism (Princeton, 1994) , pp. 384-387. needless to say, this parable has been discussed by a number of scholars. to mention here some of the relevant references: G. Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, trans. r. manheim (new york, 1965) , pp. 55-56; i. tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, trans. d. Goldstein (Oxford, 1989) , pp. 1084-1085; f. talmage, "apples of Gold: the inner meaning of Sacred texts in medieval Judaism," in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible Through the Middle Ages, ed. a. Green (new york, 1986), pp. 316-318; m. idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (new haven, 1988) , pp. 227-229; y. liebes, "Zohar and eros," Alpayyim 9 (1994): 87-98 (hebrew); m. Oron, "'Place me as a Seal upon your heart': reflections on the Poetics of the author of the Zohar in the Section of Sabba de-Mishpaṭim," in Massu'ot: Studies in Kabbalistic Literature and Jewish Philosophy in Memory of Prof. Ephraim Gottlieb, ed. m. Oron and a. Goldreich (Jerusalem, 1994) , pp. 1-24 (hebrew); and P. Giller, "love and upheaval in the Zohar's Sabba de-mishpaṭim," Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 7 (1997): 31-60. 
